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Letter from the Editor
Welcome to the 2020 edition of The Undergraduate Spectrum, a journal showcasing
the rich diversity of artistic and rhetorical practice at Saint Mary’s College of
California. Published here are winners of the 30th annual Newman Awards for
writing in Collegiate Seminar and the 32nd annual Spectrum Awards for writing in
the disciplines.
Each year, the difficult task of narrowing the field of submissions requires much
serious deliberation by our diverse panel of judges, consisting of both professors
from across the curriculum and student Writing Advisers in the Center for Writing
Across the Curriculum (CWAC). Accordingly, we extend our deepest appreciation
to all the professors who nominated their students’ writing, to all the students who
submitted their own writing, and to all the judges who gave of their time and wisdom
throughout the year.
Following the first round of selection, a staged editing process, mirroring that
which occurs when writers work with professional publications, brings finalists to
CWAC to work with a Writing Adviser as they revise their work through three
drafts. Working with Advisers, finalists review both idea- and sentence-level issues
and refine and resubmit their pieces for final consideration. Winning texts are then
selected from among these finalists.
Joe Zeccardi
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Stumbling Down the Beaten Path
Jacob Brockert

Interpretive Question: how is Jackson’s feeling of
being “Lonely for everybody” used to highlight other, more
obscure issues or concepts throughout “What You Pawn I
Will Redeem” (Alexie 53)?
I was ten years old when I lost my mother
to domestic violence. The emotions I felt, the pain
in my heart, the loneliness, were all immeasurable
beyond words. Loneliness, an ever-so conflicted
and vacuous emotion, plagues the hearts and
minds of those who are bent and broken around
the world; it distorts our emotions, making us feel
helpless in times of grief; it takes over, creating a
void, a void we stop at nothing to fill. In “What
You Pawn I Will Redeem” by Sherman Alexie, the
main character, Jackson, embarks on a quest to
rescue his dead grandmother’s regalia from a local
consignment store. In turn, he displays loneliness
through his imaginative stories and day-to-day life
as a homeless Native American on the streets of
Seattle. These experiences and stories, therefore,
compel readers to look at the broader picture of
what loneliness means to Jackson while highlighting
how his loneliness creates a metaphorical lens
through which he sees the world and himself.
Thus, Alexie’s focus on loneliness in “What You
Pawn I Will Redeem,” by means of Jackson, helps
emphasize the significance of cultural barriers
and mental instability (in relation to substance
abuse and/or colonialism), while illustrating that
Jackson’s quest for his grandmother’s regalia
is symbolic of something more than simply
redeeming a lost family heirloom.
In connection to more obscure issues,
Jackson’s loneliness in “What You Pawn I Will
Redeem” alludes to various cultural barriers related
to being a homeless Native American. Throughout
the text, Jackson attempts to fill the void that
loneliness leaves within his heart by making
connections with those around him. Near the
beginning of the story, Jackson talks about Native
Americans being “great storytellers and liars and
mythmakers,” and how that relates to a “Plains
Indian hobo” being an “everyday Indian” (38). In
a sense, Jackson recognizes storytelling and lying
as an everyday cultural practice, while highlighting

that a homeless Indian is commonplace on the
streets of Seattle. Though insignificant at first
glance, this statement holds true throughout the
text, as it perpetuates the feelings of uncertainty
within Jackson’s heart. By the same token, when
he says that being “homeless is probably the only
thing I’ve ever been good at,” he establishes his
loss of cultural identity, while also alluding to his
struggle to belong (37). Thus, he identifies with
something—like being homeless—to cope with his
reality and loneliness. Furthermore, Jackson makes
it a personal goal to make connections with as
many people within this community of homeless
Indians, who seem to somewhat share his reality.
Although “Indians are everywhere,” this does not
fill the void in his heart; as a result, he continues
down a self-destructive path (54).
Unfortunately, Jackson’s feelings of loneliness
are only exacerbated by the detrimental effects of
colonization on indigenous tribal groups. These
detrimental effects are something that Jackson
can identify with, stating “I am living proof of
the horrible damage that colonialism has done
to us Skins” (38). Although not directly stated,
Jackson blames his condition on colonialism, with
the colonizers being the ones who first introduced
Native Americans to alcohol. Jackson comes to
the realization that he, as a representative of his
culture, is a failure by societal standards — or,
rather, his own standards. This realization further
perpetuates Jackson’s feelings of loneliness, because
he perceives his failure as a further separation
from his culture, and thus his identity. Jackson
also alludes to the devastation of Native American
culture, stating “‘No, man, that place is awful […]
It’s full of drunk Indians’” when his friend, Officer
Williams, offers to take him to a detox clinic (49).
He recognizes alcoholism as an issue that continues
to plague his people, which is something hard for
him to bear — as he, too, habitually abuses alcohol.
Furthermore, the pity outsiders share for Jackson
and his Native American counterparts engenders
loneliness within Jackson’s heart, as it creates a
stigma that revolved around the destruction of
Native American culture, his culture. In this way,
1
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Alexie demonstrates how truly broken and alone
Jackson is.
Jackson’s loneliness perpetuates his need to
cope with the harsh reality of things, ultimately
leading him down the path of alcoholism. One of
the first hints of alcohol abuse can be seen near
the beginning of the story when Jackson and his
friends — Rose of Sharon and Junior — go to a
local 7-Eleven to buy “three bottles of imagination”
(40). Jackson believes that in order to devise a plan
to reclaim his dead grandmother’s regalia, he
needs the creative buzz that alcohol provides him;
however, his drinking ultimately results in a short
nap and the coincidental departure of his friend,
Rose of Sharon. This is one of the first concrete
examples of transience and loss in “What You
Pawn I Will Redeem,” as Rose of Sharon was with
Jackson at one moment, then “living with her sister
on the reservation” the next (41). Additionally, this
highlights a contrast between Rose of Sharon’s
sense of direction and Jackson’s lack thereof.
The things that Jackson cares about most seem to
disappear frequently, creating a void in his heart
and soul — something he seeks to fill by means of
substance abuse and weak connections with others.
His reality is distorted, sending him in a downward
spiral of hurt and personal neglect.
Jackson’s alcoholism is compounded by a
mental illness that warps his reality. At the beginning
of the story, Jackson establishes that “‘crazy’ is not
the official definition of [his] mental problem” and
that he does not think “‘asocial disorder’ fits, either,
because that makes [him] sound like [he is] a serial
killer” (37). Not only does this notion directly
establish that Jackson is not mentally stable, but it
also highlights that he is aware of his mental state.
In this way, Jackson develops a constrained view
of himself and his abnormal tendencies. More
specifically, prior to this description of himself, he
lists all of his failures and the things that he has
lost over the years, stating “I […] moved to Seattle
twenty-three years ago for college, flunked out
within two semesters, worked various blue- and
bluer-collar jobs for many years, married two or
three times, fathered two or three kids, and then
went crazy” (37). Again, the acceptance of what he
has lost establishes a particularly interesting take
on his own mental state. He can nonchalantly list
out his failures and state he is “crazy,” even though
it may hinder his reliability as a narrator down the

road. This provides a framework for his alcoholic
tendencies and quest for redemption. After all, it
appears the only things that truly remain to comfort
Jackson are his ideas of something that once was or
never existed to begin with — and alcohol.
Jackson’s shortcomings are what motivate
him to pursue the quest for his grandmother’s
regalia, as it is, in his mind, an opportunity to
redeem himself. Jackson establishes early on that
he has been “disappearing” little by little over time
(37). He wishes to put the broken pieces together
and complete himself once again. The things he
had and the people he loved are gone. Of the
people he has lost, it appears his grandmother is of
paramount importance, as she was and continues
to be his muse — even in memory and spirit.
He believes that he can “bring his grandmother
back to life” if he redeems her lost regalia, thus
reconnecting him to his cultural and familial
identity (41). It gives him a purpose, a reason to get
off the beaten path, hence his saying, “It’s a quest
now. I need to win it back for myself ” (42). By
placing an emphasis on “myself,” one recognizes
that this is not just about Jackson redeeming his
deceased grandmother’s regalia or bringing her
back; it is a fight for identity.
While Jackson is continuing to fight for
his identity, there is also reason to believe that
Jackson never had an identity to begin with.
Living a haphazard life, he has been searching for
a purpose in his seemingly distorted and lonely
world. This is best illustrated when Jackson says,
“I knew that solitary yellow bead was part of me.
I knew I was that yellow bead in part” (55). The
yellow bead, a symbol of purposeful imperfection
in his family’s regalias, is representative of how out
of place he feels. He longs for the regalia because
he knows that, like him, the regalia is imperfect
and lost; it is a sign of who he is and the culture
he belongs to. The fact that the regalia belonged
to his dead grandmother amplifies this feeling, as it
allows his imagination to flow through him. When
he finally gets the regalia back, he is not really his
“grandmother,” as he states, but rather he is able
to embrace the legacy of tradition and love that
she represents in his own heart and soul (55). He is
made whole again, at least in part, through his own
perception of someone he has lost.
Considering Jackson’s story, albeit fictional,
the root of personal despair comes to light—not
2
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only in relation to society and culture but reality
itself. The state of being lonely is universal but
complex; it is contextual, subjective, and leaves a
lasting impression. Society and culture are everchanging, creating distorted realities for those,
like Jackson, who are subliminally constrained by
the bonds of loss and grief. Thus, by looking at
his story or other, more realistic stories like mine,
we begin to see the bigger picture, whatever that
beautifully distorted picture may be — because
our loneliness may be universal, but our realities
are rarely congruent. In a sense, we are all yellow
beads; we look into ourselves and see how our
differences align with the people around us. Such
is the vicious cycle of loneliness; such is the human
condition in which we endure.

who was a major contributor and supporter in my
writing on this subject matter and story. She knew
it was a challenge I could overcome, and I believe
I did. Although I could never embellish or express
all of the emotions nestled within this incredible
short story, I believe to my fullest extent that I
served it some form of justice.

Works Cited
Alexie, Sherman. “What You Pawn I Will Redeem.”
Critical Strategies and Great Questions. XanEdu,
2017, pp. 37-55.

Author’s Note
Being a second-year biochemistry major,
I have always enjoyed venturing into the realms
of other subjects such as literature or philosophy.
There is something telling about the stories and
experiences of people, so much so that sometimes I
feel they are able to express my own feelings better
than I can. Over the course of my life, I have had
to deal with horrible circumstances, so whenever I
have the opportunity to delve into someone else’s
story or to channel my own, I seize it. In a sense,
essays like this are a way for me to embark on an
introspective journey, one that helps shed light on
my own life as well as the texts I have read.
When we first started reading “What You
Pawn I Will Redeem” in Seminar 001, I felt an
immediate connection to it. Whether it be the
setting of the story (Seattle, my home) or the
overlying quest for identity that Jackson embarks
on, something just resonated with me. I feel as
though it is incredibly easy to lose one’s sense of
purpose or direction, to feel isolated or lonely.
I believe Alexie is able to perfectly capture this
feeling by means of Jackson’s story. Personal
admiration and connection aside, I would like to
say thank you to my professor, Michele Brusseau,
3
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Beneath the Surface
Pavitra Guthy

Exegesis: In the depths of the Underworld, in a dark
and quiet place near Elysium, Clytaemnestra sits atop a hill.
From here, one can observe the entirety of the Underworld’s
intricate inner workings. In the distance, the River Styx
flows, ever constant, as the clamor of souls fighting their way
onto the boat rises and falls. A din rises from the egregious
screams of monsters. Amidst it all, the sound of footsteps
alerts Clytaemnestra to an approaching presence.

passed on after my death, I would caution
against such accusations without knowledge
of all the nefarious schemes at play. It is true,
I slaughtered my husband with my own hands,
but I was merely carrying out justice as the gods
decreed. Hear the whole truth from my mouth.
A: And what was it that Agamemnon did so wrong
that deserved death from the one he loved most?

Clytaemnestra: State your name, stranger.

C: He never loved me. He never loved our children,
either. He was so obsessed with the war and
bloodlust that the monster murdered our
own daughter in cold blood, looking into her
eyes and slaughtering her as if she were some
sacrificial animal. No man who has done that
should be allowed to live. Not when he took my
daughter’s chance at living.

Aeneas: I am Aeneas of Troy, son of Anchises.
C: A Trojan? What business do you have with me?
A: I am a great leader to many and began the
line which will found the mighty empire of
Rome, and yet the gates of Elysium remain
closed to me. I came here instead, after passing
peacefully in my sleep, rather than waking
up surrounded by beloved friends and family.
Although I visited here once, while I was still
living, I cannot recall many details as it was so
long ago. You are the first soul or creature I
have encountered since my death. Tell me, kind
stranger, how it is I might find entry into the
famed, bright Elysium.

A: Your husband was indeed a murderer. He took
the lives of many of Troy’s finest soldiers, not
just your daughter’s.
C: He was a blind fool who would listen to anything
the gods told him to, no matter how immoral
and cruel. He would even kill his daughter.
A: The gods asked him to do that? Then it must
have been written in his fate to do so. No one
must go against the gods, or what has been
written by them.

C (smiles): I apologize, Aeneas of Troy, for I cannot
give you the answers which you seek. I was
once called Clytaemnestra, Queen of Argos,
wife to Agamemnon, daughter to Tyndareus.
Unfortunately, that was so long ago, and now I
am merely a husk of her former life.

C: If you believe that, then you are just as much a
fool as my husband was.

A: An enemy Greek! Bloodthirsty wife of the
equally bloodthirsty Agamemnon! Why do you
sit here in solitude, she-devil? There’s a special
place of suffering for those who desecrate the
sacred bond of marriage in such a vulgar way
as you have.

A: It is not foolish, but rather the most logical
choice. You must know as well as I do the
several stories of those who believed they could
disobey the gods. All that ever got them was an
eternity sentenced to torture in this place. Look
around you, and you will see.

C: Though I do not know how the story has been

In the distance, an eagle screeches, having arrived to eat
4
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Prometheus’s liver for the day. The pair watch on in silence
while he screams. Eventually, the screams stop.

C: I fear that there will never be justice for my own
murder, killed by my own son’s hand.

A: Even you, Clytaemnestra. If what you did truly
was justice, then why are you here in this place,
rather than in the famed Elysium?

A: You are stuck in a war, Clytaemnestra.
C: And you are a coward who fails to take
responsibility for his actions.

C: And what about you? If you are truly so godfearing as you speak, why are you here? What
is your story?

A: Perhaps we might never see eye-to-eye on this
subject of an-eye-for-an-eye. I must leave now,
to find out how to open the gate, but let me
leave you with this: I don’t think lack of justice
is what you are most fearful of. I think you are
most afraid of being alone, not surrounded
by a single person who knows or loves you.
Why do you think you are in this part of the
Underworld, so barren and empty with not
a single other soul in sight? A perfect view of
everyone and everything else, but never able to
see or touch? With the brightness of Elysium’s
closed gates taunting you? You are meant to be
here; Dis made no mistake. But I am not, and
so I bid you farewell.

A: That is what I aim to figure out. By all accounts,
I should have been granted access to Elysium.
I obeyed every word a god has ever spoken to
me. When the grand city of Troy was ready to
fall, so was I. I had every intention of dying for
my city, but the gods told me to run, so I did.
I ignored my warrior’s instincts to die by my
king and escaped with my family. Even when
my wife was lost in the discord of war, I still
ran. The gods promised me to live, prosper,
and raise a city even greater than Troy, rather
than continue to take lives and cause futile
bloodshed. No one can come close to how
much I have sacrificed for Rome, for the Trojan
people. Even when love found me, I let it go
for the sake of the greater good. My natural
fear and respect of the gods led me to a most
prosperous life. Is this not a greater justice than
had I not run? Mercy is, after all, a quality the
Trojan people take pride in.

Aeneas walks down the hill, away from Clytaemnestra,
as the smile drops off her face. She watches until he can no
longer be seen. Then, she silently turns back to watch the
perfect view of the Underworld. End.
The theme that intellectually challenged me
the most about the The Oresteia and the The Aeneid
is the depiction of fear. Therefore, the guiding
question I sought to explore creatively centered
on this topic as well. Specifically, I explored the
similarities and differences in the ways fear ties
into the notions of justice and revenge. I did
this by writing the script of a dialogue between
Aeneas and Clytaemnestra in the Underworld,
after both of their deaths, in order to compare the
different perspectives of Vergil and Aeschylus. By
taking both Greek and Roman perspectives into
account, I hoped to achieve a clearer picture. As
an artistic choice, the background of the script in
the Underworld is set specifically because I believe
it adds depth to the conversation about fear. The
Underworld is filled with creatures and scenarios
that are expected to be feared. The piece begins

C: You speak of tragic Queen Dido, do you not?
I have seen her around this place often, and
heard her speak occasionally to others about
her story. You speak of the greater good, but
how can you take care of a kingdom when you
cannot even protect the ones you love the most?
You speak of justice and mercy, but how can
you say that abandoning Dido and leaving her
to commit the abhorrent action of taking her
own life was either just or merciful? Your fear
of the gods is not heroic. It is just cowardly.
A: Then what is it that you fear, Clytaemnestra, if
not the gods?

5
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with Clytaemnestra’s soul sitting alone near the
gate to Elysium as Aeneas’s soul approaches her.
From Clytaemnestra’s side, I imagined that
after the events of The Oresteia her soul would be
sent to the Underworld to be punished, especially
since the Furies no longer supported her. I tried to
portray her feelings and perspective as similar to
the Furies in that she does not care for following
the rules of Fate or for the commands of the Gods
themselves. Instead, she subscribes to traditional
views of justice and revenge, with people being her
main focus. Clytaemnestra and Aeneas expose flaws
in each other’s logic by revealing certain hypocrisies
in their actions from both The Aeneid and The
Oresteia. This part was inspired by Clytaemnestra
saying, “And for his wife, may he return and find
her true at hall, just as the day he left her, faithful to
the last” (Aeschylus 125). Although Clytaemnestra
was acting as if she were the same, faithful wife
to Agamemnon, this part seemed almost sarcastic,
and made me wonder about what kinds of things
were important to her and what her fears were, if
she had any. I came to the conclusion that extreme
faithfulness above anything else, including higher
powers, was the most important to her as she
herself describes. Agamemnon was the one who
broke his faithfulness to her by murdering their
daughter. She punishes him with her idea of justice
by murdering him in turn, an eye for an eye. By
writing from Clytaemnestra’s perspective, I was
able to understand her way of thinking and sense
of justice more thoroughly.
From Aeneas’s side, I chose to have him
appear directly outside the gates of Elysium,
rather than inside in order to create the question of
whether or not he was worthy enough, and to bring
to light his own wrongdoings. This would also put
him and Clytaemnestra on more equal ground,
so their views could be easily compared. I focused
on how his story of justice, rather than seeking
petty revenge, had more to do with recovery from
violence and prosperity rather than the creation
of further violence and destruction. When Aeneas
and his crew happen upon an abandoned Greek
soldier on the cyclops’s island, they show him mercy
rather than smiting him down where he stands.

Anchises, “quickly gave the youth his right hand, a
ready sign of friendship, lending courage” (Vergil
66). This idea of mercy appears often throughout
Aeneas’s travels, and is an alternative view of
justice compared to Clytaemnestra’s eye-for-aneye-idea of revenge. A key difference in Aeneas
and Clytaemnestra’s situations is that Aeneas’s fear
of and respect for the Gods were the direct cause
of his actions, while Clytaemnestra acted on her
morals with no fear for potential consequences,
because her fears had already been realized. It is
for this reason I believe she would think of him as
a coward and similar to her husband in obeying
the gods over all else, as is discussed in my work.
I gained a new understanding when exploring the
connection between mercy and justice. Without
mercy, there is just an endless cycle of violence.
But blind obedience because of overabundant fear
is not a good way to create a fairer society either.
I wanted to show there was no clear cut answer to
the question of what is just and right, so I made it
ambiguous as to why Aeneas, despite being godfearing, failed to enter Elysium.
It is enlightening to explore these different
views about justice and the factors that affect our
perception of them through these characters.
There are vital connections between the search for
ideal justice presented here and the modern justice
system, which clearly takes some of these ideas
into account. Clytemnestra and Aeneas cannot
come to an agreement because their individual
moralities lead them to different ideas of justice,
just as people today each have their separate
opinions. In contrast to this outcome, the modern
justice system must acknowledge the diversity of
thoughts, build a system an entire society agrees
with, and continually improve itself in the quest
for justice. The most important lesson to take away
is always to be critical of justice and other systems,
because the consequences of a flawed system can
be great.
Works Cited
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Author’s Note
I am a second-year engineering major and
I greatly enjoy reading and writing in my free
time. Growing up with a twin, I’ve always been
interested in how to make things equal for all
parties involved. After coming to college, I’ve met
a variety of people and have learned to embrace
their differences as what makes them unique. Partly
thanks to the Seminar and English classes I have
taken, I have come to believe these differences are
what allow us to learn from each other and grow as
individuals. As a result, I became deeply invested
in the contrasting perspectives the two characters
Aeneas and Clytemnestra had on justice, a topic
which I myself have often mulled over.
Before I started writing the essay and creative
work for Seminar, I knew I wanted to compare two
opposing opinions, and settled on Clytemnestra as
one of the characters because her story, though
violent, had the greatest impact on me out of all
we had read thus far. Once I identified Aeneas as
an interesting opposite perspective, I wrote the
creative work and fleshed out many of the ideas
that would end up becoming the main ideas in
the essay. True to the book, I wrote it as if it were
a scene from Clytemnestra’s play. When it was
finished, I had many new insights on the topics
of justice and revenge, and the essay flowed quite
smoothly afterwards. I revised certain details so the
creative work could paint a better mental picture
for the reader.
I would sincerely like to thank Ryan from
CWAC for helping me develop my ideas when I
first wrote the two pieces and for helping revise it
after it was written. Thank you to Professor Emily
Klein for encouraging me to submit my paper,
and thank you to my friends for supporting me
and giving me the final push of courage. Finally,
thank you to my seminar class for being wonderful
discussion partners and helping me think more
deeply about the world.
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The Responsibility of Walking Away
Lina Rak

The structure of Ursula Le Guin’s “The Ones
Who Walk Away from Omelas” cleverly draws the
reader directly into an examination of guilt. The
narrator’s vague description of the utopian city of
Omelas — juxtaposed with the intense, thorough
narrative of the miserable child — forces the
reader to become complicit in scapegoating. The
reader is asked to imagine their own personal,
specific examples of the joys of this society, and in
turn, has to accept responsibility for the misery that
creates it — just like the people of Omelas. The
seemingly incompatible descriptions of the city
and its people serve to highlight the inextricable
connection between guilt, responsibility, happiness
and freedom. The ones who walk away choose
to leave out of guilt, even though they bear no
personal responsibility for the miserable child.
Nonetheless, emotion motivates action. Walking
away represents a radical independence that is
only possible when the citizens separate from
society. Le Guin’s structure reveals society’s
complicated influence on emotions, responsibility
and action. “The Ones Who Walk Away from
Omelas” illustrates that there is no true freedom
or happiness without responsibility. The ones who
walk away are the only ones who are truly free.
Much of the initial structure of the story
has an uncertain narrator providing vague
descriptions of the beauty and wonder of the city.
The narrator even queries, “How is one to tell
about joy? How describe the citizens of Omelas?”
(7). This uncertainty belies a tension that underlies
the themes of guilt, responsibility and freedom. It
is striking that the narrator invites the reader to
create their own vision of Omelas. “I wish I could
describe it better. I wish I could convince you.
Omelas sounds in my words like a city in a fairy
tale, long ago and far away... Perhaps it would be
best if you imagine it as your own fancy bids” (8).
It is absolutely crucial to invite the reader to create
their own image of a utopian society and imagining
Omelas “as your own fancy bids” enables the
reader to become actively involved in the events of
the story (8). In a sense, the reader works in tandem
with the author to create the city. Thus, inherent

in Le Guin’s structure is the relationship between
actions, emotions and responsibility for both the
citizens of Omelas and the reader.
The only sure and complete description of
Omelas is the clear announcement: “One thing
I know there is none of in Omelas is guilt” (9).
The narrator makes it abundantly clear that the
absence of guilt is not due to “goody-goody”
citizens (9). However, the absence of guilt is not
necessarily a good thing; there is a sudden shift in
the structure from utopian to dystopian. A detailed
description delineates this shift. The imagery is
full of all things horrible, hidden and decayed: “a
basement… cobwebbed... foul smelling… rusty…
dirt... damp... the child… a mass of festered
sores… sits in its own excrement” (10). Omelas is
not quite so perfect: the narrator reveals that the
happiness of Omelas is dependent on the misery
of the child. The structure of the story makes the
reader complicit in scapegoating the child. After
all, the reader was actively instructed to imagine
their own wonderfully specific things about the city!
This complicity forces an examination of various
concepts of guilt. Is guilt simply an emotion or is it
an independent state of being? Can there be guilt
without responsibility? If one feels guilty, but does
not act to change the behavior that is the source of
the guilt, is that different from guilt that changes
behavior? There are also difficult questions about
society’s influence on these various concepts of
guilt, particularly concerning scapegoating. The
nature of scapegoating is a denial of responsibility,
a shift of the burden of guilt to someone who is not
actually responsible. The scapegoat holds all the
guilt and responsibility.
The child is a scapegoat whose misery
is responsible for everything good in Omelas,
including “their happiness, the beauty of their
city... even the abundance of the harvest” (11).
The narrator acknowledges that the citizens are
“shocked and sickened” (11) when they learn about
the child. “They feel anger, outrage, impotence”
(11). The structural shift from utopian to dystopian
prompts deep examination of the relationship
between guilt and responsibility as well as the
8
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connections between responsibility and action.
The citizens who participate in scapegoating begin
to rationalize the child’s misery. “As time goes on
they begin to realize that even if the child could
be released, it would not get much good of its
freedom” (11). In order to maintain the status
quo, they do not release the child or even show
kindness to it. The relationship between emotions,
action, freedom and responsibility is complicated
by societal expectations. “To exchange all the
goodness and grace of every life in Omelas for
that single, small improvement: to throw away
the happiness of thousands for the chance of
happiness of one: that would be to let guilt within
the walls indeed” (11). The narrator suggests that
guilt would undermine the safety, security and
happiness of Omelas.
The narrator implies guilt is not simply an
emotion that one feels. Guilt is also a state of
being accountable. A sense of guilt implies a sense
of responsibility. Responsibility requires action.
If there was “guilt within the walls,” the citizens
would have to take responsible action on behalf
of the child. However, true responsibility is only
possible with freedom. In Omelas, the “terrible
justice of reality...[is] [t]hey know that they, like
the child, are not free” (11). Lack of freedom is
what keeps the child in that terrible room, and
even though the citizens seem happy, the narrator
reveals they are actually prisoners too.
The structure of the story returns to the
narrator’s images of joy and light, then abruptly
shifts to “one more thing to tell, and this is quite
incredible” (12). The narrator explains that
sometimes after seeing the child, a citizen chooses to
leave Omelas. The word choice “quite incredible”
suggests that leaving the community is unusual,
hard to believe, possibly even brave or foolhardy.
The narrator repeats twice that the people always
leave alone. The independent action reinforces
the connection between emotion (guilt), action
(choosing to leave comfort and happiness) and the
influence of society. Do they leave simply in order
to assuage guilt? In other words, does walking
away remove any responsibility to the child, and
thus, remove their guilt? Or do they leave because
their guilt is dangerous to Omelas, and they are
therefore acting responsibly to their community?
The narrator provides no answers. The
structure returns to vague uncertainty. “The place

they go towards is a place even less imaginable to
most of us than the city of happiness. I cannot
describe it at all. It is possible that it does not exist.
But they seem to know where they are going, the
ones who walk away from Omelas” (12). In essence,
the structure of the story returns to the connection
between guilt, responsibility and freedom. Walking
away removes society’s influence on emotion
and behavior. The interconnection between the
state of guilt — implying responsibility — and
emotion — a feeling prompting action — results
in truly independent thoughts and behaviors.
This radical independence is true freedom. The
emphasis on people walking away alone reinforces
the importance of personal responsibility to the
concept of freedom.
The structure of “The Ones Who Walk Away
from Omelas” forces the reader to actively examine
the concept of guilt and complex interconnections
between society, responsibility, action and freedom.
The short story format enhances the abrupt shifts
from utopian to dystopian, from light to dark, from
happiness to misery, and from prison to freedom.
These abrupt shifts clearly display the relationship
between guilt, responsibility, action, happiness
and freedom. The title reinforces the theme that
there is no true happiness or freedom without
responsibility. “The Ones Who Walk Away from
Omelas” use their emotions, like guilt, in order
to act responsibly. This is true freedom, and thus,
even though the narrator emphasizes the essential
unknowns about their destination, “they seem to
know where they’re going” (12).
Works Cited
Le Guin, Ursula K. “The Ones Who Walk Away
from Omelas”. Western Tradition I for Transfers
XanEdu, 2117, pp. 7-12.

Author’s Note
Ursula Le Guin’s suggestion that the reader
create their own vision of the city of Omelas
resonated deeply with me. I immediately found
myself asking questions about the nature of society
and personal responsibility. Nazi Germany and
the concept of scapegoating was at the forefront
of my mind as I read this story. However, one
can substitute a number of events throughout
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the past, and unfortunately the present, into the
city of Omelas. I chose to write about this text
because of the provocative nature of the questions
raised, which ultimately force us to examine our
own society (and ourselves). Is it possible we are
living lives similar to the citizens of Omelas? What
responsibilities do I have as an individual to affect
change in society? Would I have the courage to
walk away?
My name is Lina Rak and I am a sophomore
transfer student majoring in Business Analytics.
I would like to thank Professor Joe Zeccardi
for challenging me to further my ideas and for
submitting my work. Also, many thanks for
creating a Seminar environment that encourages
connecting to the texts outside of the class; this
is where the transformative work of Seminar
begins. Thank you to my writing advisor, Bianca,
for patiently guiding me through this process.
Who knew editing could be enjoyable? Finally,
thank you, Natalie, for sharing coffee and difficult,
interesting questions.
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Power and Its Acquisition Can Never Be Just
Matalyn Ament

In no case can the acquisition of power be
without injustices. Power in and of itself creates
unjust situations. Built into power is a hierarchy,
and when multiple people are competing to be at
the top, they will go to extremes to reach their goal.
At each level in the process of coming into power,
one has the ability to act unjustly. Whether it is
their intention, their process, or how they use their
position, power does more harm to people than it
does good. The history of the Western world and its
progression prove this to be true through the effects
of colonialism, imperialism, patriarchy, and religious
conversions. The works of Bartolomé de Las Casas,
Niccolò Machiavelli, and Marguerite d’Angoulême
provide readers with insight on what power can do
to a person. The process of attaining power corrupts
the mind, leading one to replace empathy and care
with violence and destruction. At no stage in the
acquisition of power can there be justice.
Before one commits an act, they must have
an intention. That intention then shapes whether
the action would be just or unjust. To consider
one’s actions to be just, their intentions must be
pure. What, then, is the reason someone would
want to come into power, and can these reasons be
justified? Las Casas questioned the intentions of
the Spaniards he accompanied as he went to the
“New World.” In A Short Account of the Destruction
of the Indies, Las Casas tells the stories of the mass
genocides he saw occur as Spaniards came to “new
land” and murdered and enslaved the indigenous
people that had already been living there. Las
Casas went on these trips as a missionary, hoping
to convert the indigenous people he met (which is
problematic in its ethnocentrism). His intentions of
“saving” those he met in these lands were not shared
by the Spanish conquistadors. Rather, they did not
care so much about the native people, as they were
driven by self-interest. In the conclusion of his book
addressed to the prince of Spain, he went so far as
to say that the way the Spaniards acted “to serve
their own ends while pretending to serve those of
the Crown is something that not only damages the
Spanish interest but also brings dishonour on the
name of God and on that of the King” (Las Casas

130). Las Casas recognized that the intentions of
the Spaniards were not to improve the reputation
of Spain or Christianity, but rather to fulfill personal
interests, even at the cost of innocent lives through
mass genocide and enslavement. Why did they do
this? Las Casas came to the conclusion that “the
reason the Christians have murdered on such a vast
scale and killed anyone and everyone in their way is
purely and simply greed” (13). The Spaniards were
not attacked or threatened in any way that would
call for them to need to defend themselves. They
were actually often welcomed by the indigenous
people. For example, in Mexico City, the Spanish
“were showered with thousands of gifts” upon
arrival (Las Casas 48). Instead of forming a friendly
relationship, the Spanish soon killed the welcoming
inhabitants of the land. The crimes committed
against the indigenous people were unprovoked:
“not a single native… committed a capital offence,
as defined in law, against the Spanish while all this
time the natives themselves were being savaged and
murdered” (Las Casas 23). The intentions of the
Spaniards have no means of justification. Had they
come with the intention of being missionaries, they
could have had some way to explain themselves,
as Las Casas did. However, the Spaniards did not
intend to improve lives through the introduction
of their religion. They intended to acquire more
wealth and power for themselves, leading them to
act in an atrocious and destructive manner.
Where ill-intent is the first injustice committed
within the process of acquiring power, the bulk of
injustices occur in the actual process of attaining
that power. People who are strung out on greed will
go to lengths in order to reach their goals. They must
implement some sort of tactic, and as Machiavelli
explains in The Prince, the ones that work the best
when trying to secure a title involve violence or
deception. Machiavelli addresses different ways one
can become a prince and then goes on to provide
advice on the most effective ways to stay in power.
He provides examples of several princes throughout
history, looking at both their faults and successes
to draw conclusions on whose methods worked
best. When looking at how to reign in a province
11
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that already has their own laws, he concludes that
“there is no sure method of holding them except by
despoiling them. And whoever becomes the ruler of
a free city and does not destroy it, can expect to be
destroyed” (Machiavelli 22). The two other solutions
he offers, living in the area or letting them live by
their own laws, cannot ensure that one will remain
in power, let alone be able to take over. Thus, one
must engage in violence and destruction to get the
title they seek.
Whether or not the Spaniards shared
the same beliefs on how to come into power as
Machiavelli, they acted in accordance with tactics
he encouraged. When the inhabitants of Cholula
went to welcome the Spaniards and lead them to
the city, “the Spaniards decided that the moment
had come to organize a massacre (or ‘punishment’
as they themselves express such things) in order
to inspire fear and terror in all the people of the
territory” (Las Casas 45). Las Casas notes that this
became a regular occurrence when the Spanish
came across new lands. They would often deceive
the people into friendly relations, to later come
back and murder most of the indigenous people
and enslave the rest. This exorbitant use of force
wouldn’t have been necessary without the goal of
acquiring power. But because they wanted to take
over their resources and land, they acted within
the terms set forth by Machiavelli, for “whoever
obtains possession of… territories and wishes to
retain them must bear in mind… that the blood
of their old rulers be extinct” (Machiavelli 10).
Machiavelli believes that rulers must eradicate any
possible obstacles that would stand in the way of
their acclaimed power. Therefore, Machiavelli
encourages those who seek power to not only kill
the current prince, but also those related to him
to ensure the security of their title. Coming into
power, then, becomes a violent and unjust act, as
was seen played out in the story of the Cholula
people that Las Casas told.
Many injustices occur in the process of
attaining power, but they do not suddenly disappear
once one comes into a superior position. Rather,
now that person is in a place where they can abuse
their power by exerting their dominance over those
without power. This group of people without power
can easily be taken advantage of because they do
not have the social status to defend themselves; if
they try to say no, they can be punished, and if

they try to speak out, the story might get flipped.
In one of the stories told in The Heptameron, a
book about strangers who get stuck in a flood and
spend their time telling each other stories that have
political and social implications, a prior, using his
position, attempts to sexually assault a young nun.
He is well known to the convent, which esteems
him as if he were royalty. Upon hearing her voice
and seeing her face, he grew a deep desire for
Sister Marie. He then attempted to rape her. He
“tried to throw her on a bed. Making no doubt
then of his wicked intention, she cried out, and
defended herself so well that he could only touch
her clothes” (d’Angoulême XXII:3). He abused
his power by putting force onto a younger, less
powerful woman, and then continues to abuse his
power by threatening her “on pain of disobedience
and eternal damnation, never speak of what I have
done to you” (d’Angoulême XXII:3). Because of
his superior position, she doesn’t tell anyone and
he soon returns to “check her virginity.” When she
doesn’t allow him to, he punishes her. The prior
used his power over the nuns to abuse an innocent
woman, and used his position in relationship to
God to keep her quiet. He saw his power as a shield
that allowed him to commit injustices without
facing consequences. The sheer existence of power
leads to unjust situations because it is easily used to
take advantage of those without it.
Many counterarguments could come up in
opposition to my idea that at every level power
is unjust. For example, one may argue that the
greed behind power is a natural instinct, or that it
is one’s divine right to acquire more land. I would
argue against the former using Las Casas, who
observes the indigenous people, noticing that “they
are neither ambitious nor greedy, and are totally
uninterested in worldly power” (Las Casas 10). This
proves that not everyone is driven by economic
success, and that it has more to do with the type of
society one lives in. Against the latter, I would take
us back to consider the Bible, and reflect on who
resembles Jesus more, those who welcome people
to their lands and, though they do not provoke any
attacks, have violence done to them, or those who
use force for personal gain and satisfaction. One
could also question if power and its acquisition are
still unjust if the person coming into power is trying
to better the society by replacing an inhumane
person in power. Though I believe this would better
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the situation, it wouldn’t stop someone from using
force to take over the position. The cycle would
continue, until the emphasis on power changed.
Within the structure of power dynamics is a
hierarchical system that breeds injustice.
At every stage, the acquisition of power is
unjust. The intention behind why someone would
want to come into power, the means they take to
achieve their goal, and the abuses they take part
in because of their dominant position are in no
way reflective of what a just society would look
like, as was seen through the accounts told by Las
Casas, the tactics of coming into power examined
by Machiavelli, and the narrative of abused power
by d’Angoulême. A just society is a society in
which people have power within themselves, not
over other people. A just society is one where no
power relations occur and everybody is treated as
equals. A just society is one where people do not
harm others for their personal gain. Power over
others cannot exist in a just society, and therefore
the acquisition of power can never be just. We
would need a restructuring and redefining of our
systems and goals if we wanted to create a just
society. Power is not necessary to the human living
condition, though we’ve made it synonymous with
what it means to be successful. The tactics that
come from attempting to attain power turn us into
our worst selves. If we ever would like to live in a
truly just world, we would need to reconsider what
we consider to be successes and redefine power
into something that comes from within and doesn’t
need violence or destruction to accompany it.

had at Saint Mary’s. I had her through Seminar 1,
Seminar 2, and Seminar 103. I was able to grow as
a person, find my voice (both in discussion and on
paper), and develop a friendship with one of the
most amazing women and professors I’ve met. Her
continuous support and encouragement made me
comfortable and happy to share my opinions in a
room full of other people, something I didn’t believe
I had the courage to do prior to coming to Saint
Mary’s. I always felt good leaving her class. I would
like to thank her for everything she provided me in
my first three years of college and for believing in
me enough to enter my essay into this competition.
The idea for this essay came about from a
conversation I had in one of my sociology classes.
We were questioning societal goals, specifically the
idea of economic success as the greatest achievement
in western countries. We then looked to other
cultures, like Bhutan’s, who measure their success by
happiness. It made me question the things we value
and if they are actually harming us, rather than
bringing us any sort of contentment or satisfaction.
One of these values was power. As I read the texts
for Seminar 103, this idea pervaded my mind. On
multiple accounts, I was able to identify the emphasis
on power as being destructive and causing more
harm than good. I wanted to share this idea with
whomever I could in hopes that they would begin
to question what they value and search within
themselves to see if this is actually fulfilling or if they
should reconsider the way they view the world. I think
this restructuring of thought could benefit society as
a whole as we consider each other as humans with
feelings and desires, rather than obstacles in each
other’s journey to success. I hope after reading my
essay readers not only reflect on the content within
it, but that they also take their thoughts off the page
to reflect on their own life and society.
I would like to extend my thanks to my family
for constantly hyping me up and giving me all of
their love and support, my teachers and professors
for giving me the knowledge that shaped me into the
student I am today, my friends for letting me talk to
them for hours on end about my ideas of the world,
and to you for your time, support, and energy.
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Author’s Note
Seminar with my professor, Cathy Davalos,
is in my top three most rewarding experiences I
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A Story Without Words:
The Subaltern in Things Fall Apart
Lindsey Gamache

Dear Professor Bhattacharya,

Umoufia. You drove him to kill himself, and now
he will be buried like a dog’” (Achebe 208). The
word “dog” indicates that Okonkwo’s suicide is
an act marked by dehumanization: Okonkwo will
not be buried with the honors that his community
normally affords to human death. The bodily
dehumanization associated with his suicide reflects
Okonkwo’s dehumanization at the hands of the
white missionaries, who stripped him of his cultural
identity through the process of colonialism. The
suicide also destroys Okonkwo’s prosperity in the
afterlife, according to his beliefs, meaning that
both his temporal and spiritual homes have been
damaged by colonialism. Ultimately, Okonkwo’s
decision to end his life suggests that his religious
beliefs have lost all of their former meaning. Since
the gods of his religion — who once kept order
and authority in the community by invoking fear
of breaking their laws — have not taken action
against the flagrantly lawless Christians, Okonkwo
believes that they will not take action against him for
killing himself. He feels that the white missionaries
have taken power away from his deities, just as
they have stripped power away from Okonkwo
himself. Okonkwo’s death marks the death of his
traditional religion and culture, placing him in the
middle of a community disparaged by colonialism.
While Achebe’s emphasis on Okonkwo’s
suicide might lead one to think that Okonkwo is
the subaltern, it still must be taken into account
that there are people under Okonkwo. Through
Okonkwo’s perspective, Achebe shows that
Umoufia is patriarchal in structure, and that
Okonkwo is one of the male leaders within the
community. At one point in the text, Achebe
describes how Okonkwo “trembled with the
desire to conquer and subdue. It was like the
desire for woman” (42). In Okonkwo’s mind,
power over anything is likened to sexual prowess.
Power in leadership is likewise shown through the
subjugation of women. Okonkwo muses that “no
matter how prosperous a man was, if he was unable
to rule his women and his children (and especially

While it has not been long since I took your
course on Postcolonial Literary Theory in spring
2019, I already know that the tenants of this
theory will stay with me. The way I look at the
world has changed. I now see that many of the
supposed standards of our world are constructs
of colonialism. I brought these ideas into my
reading of Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart.
In this fictional text, Achebe describes Europe’s
missionary colonization of Nigeria through the
eyes of Okonkwo, a resident of the Ibo village of
Umoufia. Ultimately, Okonkwo cannot bear to
live beneath the newly imposed oppressive and
hierarchical colonial powers, and kills himself.
This raises the question: is Okonkwo the subaltern,
according to Postcolonial Literary Theory? The
subaltern is the lowest or most oppressed in a
colonial context, and the most silenced of voices,
as discussed by Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak in her
article “Can the Subaltern Speak?” Okonkwo is
a colonized individual. However, I would argue
that Okonkwo is not the subaltern in the cultural
context that Achebe presents in Things Fall Apart.
Even though Okonkwo suffers greatly beneath
colonization, there are still those who suffer beneath
him, on the periphery of society: specifically,
the women of Umoufia, and the women in his
family. While Okonkwo is a colonized individual
in Things Fall Apart, literary analysis through the
lens Postcolonial Literary Theory reveals that the
silenced and decentralized women in the text hold
the status of subaltern.
First and foremost, for the purposes of my
argument, I think it important to show the serious
effects that colonialism has on Okonkwo, and
establish that he is a colonized individual, before
proving that he is not the subaltern. This can
be established by analyzing the implications of
Okonkwo’s suicide. Upon finding Okonkwo’s body,
his friend Obierika tells the white missionaries,
“that man was one of the greatest men in
14
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his women) he was not really a man” (53). Men are,
quite literally, defined by their ability to rule over
women within Achebe’s Umoufia. If they cannot
do that, then they hold little value within their
community. Through Okonkwo’s values, Achebe
reflects a social hierarchy. The society still remains
patriarchal, even after the Christian missionaries
reshape it. Thus, while Okonkwo is displaced
by colonial power, he still retains his long-held
authority over women as a man in a patriarchal
society. This indicates that he is not the subaltern.
Okonkwo’s society is male-centric, even
before the white missionaries ever arrive. Achebe
conveys this further through an example of one
of Umoufia’s religious ceremonies, allowing his
audience to see the rules surrounding the sacred
hut, in which the gods reside. Men in the clan are
granted access to this sacred hut, but women are
not. Achebe writes that the “women never saw
the inside of the hut. No woman ever did. They
scrubbed and painted the outside walls under the
supervision of men. If they imagined what was
inside, they kept their imagination to themselves.
No woman ever asked questions about the most
powerful and the most secret cult in the clan” (88).
Women are allowed to perform maintenance on
the outside of the hut, but it is dangerous for them
to even think about what resides on the inside, as
that would suggest crossing a socially-accepted
boundary, designed to exclude women from the
clan’s spiritual and social center. The physical
placement of the genders in relation to the hut
mirrors the social positioning of genders within the
clan. The hut takes the position as center — the
position held by the male leaders — while women
are bound to the periphery of the hut, just as they
are bound to positions of subservience in society.
Furthermore, by forcing the women to
remain ignorant about what lies in the center of the
hut, the men ensure that the women remain feeling
inferior for lacking knowledge. This is similar to
the colonial technique of imposing a new language
upon colonized individuals, making it difficult for
the colonized to access information. This silences
the colonized individual by keeping them one step
behind the colonizer, since they constantly have to
work to operate in an unfamiliar language. The
women in the clan are likewise silenced, never
asking questions about the inside of the hut. The
silenced and decentralized position of women in

the clan indicates that women fulfill the role of
subaltern in Things Fall Apart.
At the end of Things Fall Apart, Okonkwo
appears to be the worst off: the last image of the
text shows Okonkwo’s suicide, which is reduced
to a passage in the white missionary’s record.
However, to understand that Okonkwo is not the
true subaltern, I think it would help to imagine
what happens to the women in Okonkwo’s family
after his death, since they are not written an
ending. Spivak describes this task as looking closely
at “what the work cannot say is important, because
there the elaboration of utterance is carried out,
in a sort of journey to silence” in order to locate
the subaltern (Spivak 81-82). Power in Umoufia —
including the power to speak and take action —
resides in the men, especially in the first-born male
sons. Wives, daughters, and children in a family all
depend upon the protection and sustenance that
the father provides. If the father dies, then the firstborn male son takes his place. Okonkwo had to take
care of his mother and the rest of his family once
his father died. Yet who is left to take care of the
family after Okonkwo’s death? Okonkwo’s eldest
son is gone, having abandoned his family to join
the white missionaries. This means that, in order to
get the food and shelter accessible only to the eldest
son, the women and children of Okonkwo’s family
must abandon their culture, and plead for their
Christian son to take them in. While Okonkwo’s
daughter Ezinma possesses Okonkwo’s strength
and spirit, capable of supporting a family, she lacks
the freedom to take action. In other words, Ezinma
is a hard worker, but she would never be able to
find work because she is a woman. In this way, the
women’s dependency upon men only worsens their
position after colonialism by further restricting
their limited freedom. For Okonkwo’s eldest son,
joining the missionaries was a free choice, one that
released him from the oppression of his father,
and gave him a high status among the colonizers.
But for the women, joining the white missionaries
would be a choice driven by necessity and survival
— a relinquishment of cultural autonomy, when
faced with starvation. Even after death, Okonkwo
decides his family’s fate, his suicide placing his
women even more under the thumb of the white
colonizers. All of this is what I imagine happens
after Okonkwo’s death, after studying the workings
of his culture as Achebe describes them. In truth,
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Lindsey Gamache
added to the discussion. Done right, and no one
gets hurt. I am a senior within the English major,
and taking Postcolonial Literary Theory with
Professor Bhattacharya in my junior year prepared
me to recognize and analyze the colonial situation
while reading Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart
in Professor Meneses’ Seminar 104. I wanted to
better understand the relationship between female
suffering and Okonkwo’s suffering within the text,
both of which were influenced by colonialism.
Since I’ve had difficulty explaining postcolonial
literary theory to people unfamiliar with the
concept in the past, I decided to frame my essay
as a letter addressed to Professor Bhattacharya. In
this way, I was able to relieve much of the pressure
associated with trying to explain a difficult and
overwhelming subject to a stranger. From that
starting point, I focused on making the writing
accessible to a wider audience by organizing my
ideas in a clear and logical progression. I hope
I achieved my goal in writing, and successfully
puzzled out the colonial structures in Achebe’s
Things Fall Apart. Thank you, Professor Meneses,
for encouraging me to write and develop this essay.
Thank you, Professor Bhattacharya, for teaching
me everything I know about postcolonial literary
theory. Also, thank you to Mia Gutierrez — the
best roommate ever — for always exchanging
papers with me during peer review in Seminar
104. Lastly, thank you to Joey Patterson from the
Center for Writing Across the Curriculum. You’re
an awesome coworker and writing advisor; thanks
for working with me one last time!

it is impossible to know with any certainty what
happens to the women because they are not
written an ending. Their existence is forgotten, and
unvoiced. Achebe’s silence here speaks volumes.
The women are so decentralized from the plot of
the novel that their fate is not definitively addressed.
Their existence is forgotten, and their suffering is
silenced, indicative of their status as subaltern.
It would be easy to accept the structures that
Achebe gives us in Things Fall Apart, and assume
that Okonkwo is the subaltern. His suffering is
central to the plot: the story focuses on his tragic
downfall at the hands of the white missionary
colonizers. However, the patriarchal structure of
Umoufian society indicates that women are absent
from the center, and their story of colonialism is
silenced. This proves their status as subaltern.
This does not mean that Okonkwo is evil. On the
contrary, he is still a victim of colonization. This
also does not mean that the women in Things Fall
Apart secretly want liberation the way we define
it in western culture. It is impossible to speak for
the female subaltern in Things Fall Apart — that
should not be the reader’s goal. All we can do is
simply acknowledge their silence in the text, and
recognize their voiceless status. We must learn to
read their story without words.
Sincerely,
Lindsey Gamache.
Works Cited
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Author’s Note
Practicing postcolonial literary theory is
like defusing a bomb: a complex and challenging
puzzle, and a deconstruction of violence. The
work is dangerous, since words, like wires, must
be chosen carefully. Done wrong, and colonialism
expands, the explosion made larger by the words
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Perspective: On and Off the Page
Shyista Ahmed

Perspective is easy to conceptualize but hard
to understand. Due to its subjectivity, it becomes
hard to come to a firm consensus about which
opinion should be deemed correct. A successful
Seminar is based around this discussion of what
a complete interpretation of the text is, based
on what is known/discovered about the author.
Similarly, an artist’s context can be distilled from
their piece based on how the viewer takes the
known background of the artist and applies it
to their work. The bridge between an art major
and the Seminar curriculum is best described in
a conversation about perspective. Within art, the
artist is sharing or manipulating the perspective
in which they are presenting their work; similarly,
Seminar authors tend to share their point of view
on issues or topics
that were of interest
and relevant to them.
This allows for the
comparison
and
analysis of themes,
symbols, and narrative
to take place, further
bridging the gaps that
could be found between
both disciplines.
As
we
have
learned from Seminar
1, the prisoners in
Plato’s “Allegory of
the Cave” had been
subjected to a forced
view of the world
in which they had lived their entire lives. Once
a prisoner is able to escape, they are then only
exposed to other ways of the world. There is a
catalyst that must be stimulated in order for this
recognition to take place. In this story, Plato states,
“when he approaches the light his eyes will be
dazzled, and he will not be able to see anything
at all of what are now called realities” (2). These
“now called realities” are the shifts in perspective
that have taken place. The prisoners had been
subjected to a certain way of life for their whole

existence, and this radically changes when they
are able to realize there is so much more world
outside of their cave. Being aware of the bigger
world that exists makes the confined nature of
the cave seem insignificant in comparison. Now,
the escaped prisoner is able to recognize the
disparity, and begin to understand it using his own
judgement. Similarly, Marcel Duchamp was the
catalyst for our contemporary mode of making.
He was the first one in the art world to portray
artworks in a completely different light, paving the
way for conceptual art. He created Fountain (1917),
a urinal turned upside down, and presented it as
fine art. This was revolutionary considering that
he had no part in the actual making of the urinal,
and it was a readymade piece that he signed and
presented. His readymades,
as he called them, were
a way to introduce the
world to an artist that
was not a manufacturer
but rather an interpreter.
Within our conversation
of perspective, Duchamp’s
goal with his readymades
was to provide his viewers
with an alternative outlook
on the world that they were
surrounded by. Duchamp
would have connected
most with the person who
escaped the cave and
was able to expand their
perspective on a world they
were not already familiar with. To both Duchamp
and Plato, the rewards outweigh the risks, and
obtaining a more wholesome world view became
the immediate goal.
We have not only seen explorations of life
through character realizations, but they have
also been displayed via transformations of actual
characters. The shift from human to inhuman
opens up a conversation that seems to be constantly
taking place. Artists and authors alike use animals
as a metaphor in their work to better explain the
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mindset with which they want their audience to
approach their work. In the literary world, we clearly
see this shift in Franz Kafka’s Metamorphosis. The
transformation from human to inhuman allowed
for the introduction of an insect’s interpretation of
the world, a concept that was completely foreign
in literature. This emphasizes an aspect of society
that people believed was beneath them and their
concerns. Gregor, the main character in the story,
slowly transforms further into this monstrous
insect. The text reads, “with a certain definitiveness
[Gregor] sensed, terrified, that everything was
about to collapse all around him, and so he
waited” (Kafka 105). Kafka highlights a point
where Gregor
is realizing that
his perspective
on the world
is
changing,
and comes to
terms with the
idea that the
life he knew
is
decaying;
therefore
the
only thing left
for him to live
for is death
itself.
Artist
Damien Hirst
similarly uses
his artworks to
point out signs
of decay and death to his viewers. The most famous
of his works is The Physical Impossibility of Death
in the Mind of Someone Living (1991). In summary,
this piece is a tiger shark that is preserved in a
formaldehyde solution which attempts to confront
the viewer with death. Seemingly blending the
disciplines of art and science, Hirst allows the
viewers of his art to understand what the life of an
animal would be like through many of his works.
The sheer title of the piece itself is an invitation for
viewers to imagine themselves in an altered state of
being. Perspective shifts not only happen by mode
of realization, in both art and seminar; they take
place with the transformation of character as well.
Another author whose animals made a
profound impact on the literary world was Art
Spiegelman with his graphic novel Maus. This

comic book–style story depicts the events of the
Holocaust from the perspective of Vladek, a Jewish
father. Literally using artistic representation in the
form of literature, it shifts the point of view of the
storyteller and how the story is being told. This
was a very fitting way for the story to be presented
since a common theme with the Holocaust was
the dehumanization of the people that were
detained. Perspective was essential to this reading
because it illuminated the underlying relationships
that were a factor in Artie and Vladek’s lives.
Reading this book, in comparison with the other
Seminar readings, was refreshing because it was an
unexpected way to experience a narrative. In the
1980s, when this book
came out, the popular
art movements were
appropriation
art
and
the
Pictures
Generation.
Both
of these disciplinary
movements were used
to rapidly spread the
information that art
was generating out into
the world. Specifically,
the
Pictures
Generation
exhibit
exemplified the use
of images concerning
understandability
and
perceptibility.
The artists involved
exploited an image’s ability to portray something
that words were not able to. They referenced the
idea that pictures speak louder than words, and
exhibited this concept through the use of imagery
and mass production. The Pictures Generation
became a way for people to recognize how
profound an impact photos had on their lives, and
confront this exact idea. Therefore, it was fitting
that Spiegelman used similar means to publish
his story. Also, publishing his work about 40 years
after the end of World War II added an element
of time into his piece. Being less of a reactionary
piece and more of a generational story, Maus was
able to shift the lens in which his story was being
distributed. As a memorial piece, Maus allows
readers to understand the life of a character in the
story, rather than being placed outside of it, which
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helps its overall comprehensibility.
However, there always exists an underlying
level of the artist that is never able to be fully
understood when one immediately approaches
an artwork. More than the layers of paint that
exist on a surface, there are also hidden layers
of concepts, shapes, and
drafts that helped build the
work into what it became.
An example of an artist who
exposed these layers would
be Robert Rauschenberg.
His piece Erased de Kooning
(1953) embodies this idea
exactly. Taking the artwork
of Willem de Kooning and
erasing it, then presenting it
as his own was revolutionary
and brings to light the notion
of the underpinnings of an
artwork. Like the foundation
of a house, artworks also need
a stable base to build their
ideas upon. Erased de Kooning
not only attempts to bring
validity to those underlying
layers but also questions the
authenticity of its exploratory
path. Similarly, Ursula Le Guin’s story “The Ones
Who Walk Away From Omelas” illuminates this
secret that the city is keeping underground, which
in turn motivates them to keep living the life that
they made. Within their constructed utopia, the
people of Omelas all come to terms with the fact
that their success comes from the demise of the
boy, hidden in the depths of their city. Moreover,
when the citizens realize that this burden is too
much for them to handle, they “walk ahead into the
darkness, and they do not come back. The place
they go towards is a place even less imaginable... It
is possible that it does not exist” (Le Guin 10). As
Plato brings up, perspective is based on individual
experiences, and one cannot broaden the lens
through which they view the world unless they
are exposed to the other aspects of life. Le Guin
is wrestling with a similar concept that ties back
to belongingness, life perspective, and originality.
All these concepts could easily be related to
Rauschenberg’s work too; it just becomes a matter
of taste, whether one reads about it in a book or

sees it framed on the wall.
Overall, art and Seminar had a great deal
more in common than was initially realized.
Upon thinking about it, there is an artwork that
can relate to most readings and themes that we
have discussed. Literature, being a form of written
art, draws parallels
with visual art through
the use of themes,
symbols, and narrative.
Acknowledging
these
elements that make up
the body of work makes
it easier to deconstruct
the presented piece. Seen
through the connections
between Kafka and
Hirst, Rauschenberg and
Le Guin, and Plato and
Duchamp, the mind does
not stop at one solution
to a problem. Perspective
becomes the agent that
turns the situation so that
it is recognizable from
almost all points of view.
Essentially, the author
or artist’s framework
becomes the point of transformation, and it is up
to us, the consumer of this information, to decide
whether to adopt, accept, reject, or ignore it.
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Author’s Note
Seminar has definitely been an interesting
journey for the past four years at Saint Mary’s. It
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is super interesting to see the differences between
the ways that professors approach the subject
and seeing the different connections that arise
throughout all four classes. Being an art major and
a psychology minor, I wanted to write my Seminar
Capstone on a topic that pervaded all these
boundaries. Almost instinctively, my mind jumped
to the idea of perspective. Both a broad and
focused topic, perspective allows an interpreter of
whatever medium they are observing to take a little
bit of ownership over their ideas. This is what I
find beautiful about art.
The fluidity of concept and craft that makes
an artwork successful is something I saw extended
to Seminar as well. Being able to analyze this idea
through major topics and pieces I learned about
in my art classes, and then extend it to seminar
readings was a laborious task, butultimately quite
rewarding. All aspects of the world are connected
and it just depends on how far you want to reach
in order to find the bridges.
I would like to first and foremost thank
Professor Rashaan Meneses for submitting this
piece as a contender for the Newman Award. It was
an absolute pleasure being in your class for my final
Seminar here, and I can truly say that I have gained
so much from learning from you. Additionally,
I would like to extend my sincerest gratitudes to
Professor Laura Miller, Professor Andrew Mount,
and the rest of the art department at Saint Mary’s.
I have developed such great relationships with
everyone who is part of the department, and
you all have pushed my creative limits towards
opportunities I would have never thought to face.
Furthermore, I had the opportunity to work with
Lizette Roman-Johnston at CWAC. She was
delightful to go and see Wednesday mornings, and
it was truly so much fun editing and going through
my paper with her, and I truly believe we were
successful in our endeavors. Finally, I think my
greatest appreciations go to my parents. No matter
what it is I do, I can always count on them to stand
in my corner, and am forever grateful for that!
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Redefining Quality Education
Mia Gutierrez

It was not until college that I began realizing
that the world is more complex than I had been
exposed to during my years in elementary, middle,
and high school. My world was limited, my
knowledge also limited, my experience limited
to what my teachers, my school, and my country
deemed necessary and important to know. Many
times this curriculum was built on half-truths
— ideas that would make me proud to grow
up, learn, and serve a society built on freedom,
equality, and unrestrained ability to fulfill your
dreams, when it was not. The world is not black
and white; the world is not what I learned in my
textbooks; the world is not what I learned in my
history classes. My world opened up because
of Seminar. Taleb Abd Al-Aziz’s “My Brother’s
War”, Andrea Dworkin’s Pornography: Men Possessing
Women, and Audre Lorde’s “Age, Race, Class, and
Sex: Women Redefining Difference” illuminate
the shortcomings of my experience as a primary
school student educated within the public school
system. I will admit that the first three Seminars
do attempt to fulfill Saint Mary’s Lasallian core
principle of “quality education” by exposing us to
a wide range of the great books written mostly by
Western authors, however, it is really my Global
Conversations course that has led me on my path to
discover that quality education is offering students
a safe space to discuss difficult and controversial
topics to deepen our understanding of history and
the world around us.
In primary and secondary education, we
are educated with mere facts and logistics about
war. We learn how they start, we learn what
happened, we are given statistics such as how
many people were killed in battle, we learned how
it ended through various truces or treaties, but
we never learn the real impact that war has on
people. In reading the poem “My Brother’s War”
by Taleb Abd Al-Aziz, I was finally exposed to a
real, meaningful fact about war. Al-Aziz writes to
commemorate his brother, a soldier fighting for the
Iraqi army, on the fifth anniversary of his death.
He writes “they’ve plundered your uniform and
your splendor/and no matter how dead you were

they kept riddling your corpse with their bullets”
(102). Not only does Al-Aziz explicitly state the
terrifying act of brutally killing other human beings
in war, there is also intense emotion behind this
description. His writing exemplifies the brutality
and ferociousness behind war from a perspective to
which I was never exposed. His brother was already
lying there lifeless, but the soldiers continued to
mindlessly shoot his body as if he was less than
human. I knew there were many casualties in the
first Gulf War — I learned this in high school
— but I was never exposed to the reality of war,
nonetheless, from the opposing side’s perspective.
This was also a common feeling expressed by my
Global Conversations peers when, at the end of
class, we each shared our biggest takeaway from
our reading of the war poems. We wished that we
could have read these poems when learning about
the first Gulf War in high school, to deepen our
understanding of the importance of the impacts of
war for both sides, while building the maturity level
necessary to address these issues. Incorporating
readings from other perspectives alongside US
history texts gives us a chance to realize that war
is the same for all sides. It causes a massive loss
of lives, a loss of trust between countries, and a
loss in humanity. This poem is so powerful and
heartbreaking that we cannot help but think about
our loved ones, and we sympathize with Al-Aziz,
even though his brother fought against the US.
Had I learned about the truth of war and its impact
on people earlier, had all of my peers learned about
this too, we would have seen that war should be a
last resort to solving problems in the world. This is
quality education: knowing all of the hardship and
difficulties of both sides, not just that we won the
war and the rest does not matter. It does. Maybe
this is why history repeats itself.
A quality education is reading and discussing
topics that are also controversial. Controversial
topics are hard to discuss because most of the time
they deal with issues that many would rather ignore,
they are taught not to discuss them in a public
space with others, or they would be destroying a
social institution that has been ingrained within
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us through socialization. Andrea Dworkin’s piece
Pornography: Men Possessing Women is an example
of how our education system has reinforced strict
social institutions and processes, instead of opening
a platform to critically think about the way we view
gender from a radical feminist perspective. Dworkin
writes that “male domination of the female body
is the basic material reality of women’s lives; and
all struggle for dignity and self-determination is
rooted in the struggle for actual control of one’s
own body, especially control over physical access
to one’s body” (297). While our primary education
attempts to teach us about the historical facts of
war and violence with other nations, I cannot recall
any genuine conversation about gender, much less
how we are socialized into these roles, and relate to
these deeply rooted values. Dworkin argues that a
reality facing many women is the socialized value
that the male seeks to dominate the female body,
essentially arguing that in our society the male
views females as only useful for his own sexual
pleasures. A woman’s liberation stems from the
act of reclaiming control over her body, but this
comes with great hostility from men, as it is seen
as a loss of power. Dworkin’s piece is obviously
controversial — maybe too controversial for some
to discuss — but it gets us discussing important
issues that women face today. Throughout our
entire discussion of Dworkin’s piece, we kept
encountering awkward silences that never occurred
in other Global Conversations readings that were
not as controversial. Yes, we all practiced mutual
respect in conversation, but part of a genuine
conversation is engaging and responding to each
other. The high school classroom does not provide
this environment, meaning there is no way to build
the maturity level necessary to discuss these topics.
If we had been exposed to these controversial topics
earlier in a safe space, they would be less taboo, and
thus less difficult to discuss. This means that our
pre-college education has failed, failed to expose
issues of gender to mold younger generations
into social activists seeking equality for all. This is
quality education: discussing controversial topics
to deepen our understanding of social processes
and their shortcomings. Maybe this is why gender
inequality and violence still exist.
When we examine the sources our education
system has deemed worthy to be used as core to
our curriculum, we find that most of what we

learn comes from the viewpoint of the victors.
When it comes to history, the textbooks that we
are exposed to are written in a way that conveys
the country we are examining in a positive light.
Of course, US history books would be written
by US historians, which would give us a skewed
perspective on the actual history of our country.
We learned about the women’s movement and
the three waves of feminism on very technical
terms, but not with the importance that it deserves.
Audre Lorde, in her piece “Age, Race, Class, and
Sex: Women Redefining Difference,” argues that
our perceived differences empower us more than
perceiving ourselves the same when it comes to
social movements. Lorde writes, “the true focus of
revolutionary change is never merely the oppressive
situations that we seek to escape, but that piece of
the oppressor which is planted deep within each of
us, and which knows only the oppressors’ tactics,
the oppressors’ relationships” (310). Lorde seems
to write for a very specific audience, but her ideas
about oppression can apply to other marginalized
groups in different time periods. Lorde’s argument
is centralized around the feminist movement,
but also involves race. In general, my Seminar
experiences that involved readings dealing with
the complicated issue of race end up much like the
conversation my Global Conversations class had
while reading Dworkin. Discussions that center
around a reading about race involved the awkward
silences, the feeling we were holding our thoughts
back out of fear of offending people in class, and
just being uncomfortable enough with the subject
to not discuss at all. Had we been given the
opportunity in the earlier stages of our education
to discuss difficult topics, such as race, we would
have built the necessary maturity level to know how
to correctly approach these topics in a respectful
manner. Without this, we do not have the ability
create change for the better, in a peaceful manner.
Lorde argues that revolutionary change does not
come about through oppressive situations that we
can just scrap and replace. This would not change
our society at all because the spirit of the oppressor
lives on in our values and belief systems, and these
do not change overnight. Revolutionary change
comes about from recognizing society’s internalized
and socialized values, and actively shifting them
through our daily activities. From here, we can
teach our children about this dynamic, and raise
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a future generation that values our differences
rather than fear them. This is quality education.
It is reinforcing our differences as a positive aspect
of society, and this would have to begin at an early
age. It cannot just be taught at home; it must cycle
through our education system where students are
first exposed to diversity in a public setting. Once
we recognize the virtue of Lorde’s argument, we
may create revolutionary change to our public
education system. Maybe this is why racial
inequality still exists.
I never realized how significant our lack of
quality education in the early years makes learning
about the reality of our history and the world
shocking. I am ashamed to think about how much
I was sheltered by the education system growing
up, even though it was not my fault. My Global
Conversations course has completely altered my
perspective of the world and exposed me to the
brilliant writers speaking out against the social
systems and institutions that continue to plague our
society. There are many more Global Conversation
authors which have impacted me, but Al-Aziz,
Dworkin, and Lorde stand out to me and speak
to my experiences and thoughts when I reminisce
on my education. Overall, I am left with one final
question: Why are we not exposed to these difficult
and controversial topics before college? By being
exposed to quality education, we will be able to
create long-lasting change and the ability to solve
problems that will make a positive difference in the
world. Through quality education, we can become
more empathetic and peaceful people seeking out
equality and humanity for the world.

I am Mia Gutierrez, a senior Economics
major, with a minor in Sociology. A quality
education is the foundation for creating community
in a nation that is so diverse when it comes to race,
ethnicity, gender, cultural beliefs, political beliefs,
and other societal issues. If we want to create
positive change in the world, we must break away
from these socialized values through education
at an early age. By doing so, we are developing
the necessary communicative skills to be able to
tackle these issues in a way that creates community
rather creating an “us” and “them” dynamic that
continually presents itself in our nation. When
thinking about the readings I have been exposed
to in Seminar, I find that they would be beneficial
for high schools to incorporate in their curriculums
for two reasons: (1) to provide them with a quality
education that examines multiple perspectives on
the same topic, not just one side and (2) by exposing
these difficult and controversial readings early
on, providing a platform for students to build the
maturity level necessary to tackle these issues when
they enter the public sphere. These reasons came to
me when looking back at my Seminar experiences
when discussing difficult and controversial topics.
I would like to thank everyone who has
helped me in developing this paper. Firstly, to
Professor Rashaan Meneses for supporting me in
taking a unique approach to this paper allowing
me to discuss my idea of quality education relating
back to my past educational experiences. Also, a big
thank you to my writing advisor, Bianca Guzman,
for working with me to further develop this piece.
Lastly, I would like to thank my parents and my
family for their support in furthering my education,
and allowing me to discover what a quality
education means. Without their support, I would
not be a Saint Mary’s student and I would not have
the privilege of having the Seminar experience.
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Call for Submissions
WRITING: We welcome submissions in any genre of prose writing produced as part
of an undergraduate class in any discipline.
Please submit in Microsoft Word or Google Doc format via email to cwac@stmarysca.edu with “The Undergraduate Spectrum Writing Submission” in the subject line, or in person
to the Center for Writing Across the Curriculum (De La Salle 110). Submissions should
include the student author’s name, the professor’s name, the course number, semester,
and year, and any associated prompt or instructions. Writing may be submitted by student
authors or professors by Dec. 31, 2020.
VISUAL ART: We welcome submissions of original, 2D student artwork – photography,
painting, drawing, printmaking, digital, or mixed media – through Dec. 31, 2020.
Works inspired by Collegiate Seminar texts are encouraged, but not required. Selections
will be made by a jury of SMC faculty, staff, and students. Submissions in JPG, PDF, or
PSD file formats with minimum specifications of 5” x 7” at 300 dpi resolution should
be shared via Google Drive with cwac@stmarys-ca.edu. Please send with message: “The
Undergraduate Spectrum Art Submission.”
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